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BOOK REVIEWS. 117 

EUGENIO RlGNANO UPON THE INHERITANCE OF ACQUIEED CHAR- 
ACTERS. A Hypothesis of Heredity, Development and Assimi- 
lation. Authorized English Translation by Basil C. H. 
Harvey. Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Company, 
1911. Pp. 413. 

Much credit is due to Dr. Basil Harvey for this translation 
of Rignano's work into very readable and natural English 
whereby his original theories concerning the fundamental prob- 
lems of biology are placed within the reach of English-speaking 
biologists and philosophers. It is, however, unfortunate that so 
much time has elapsed before we were provided with a transla- 
tion of this work that appeared in French as early as 1906 and 
later in German and Italian; more especially is this so since 
much significant literature bearing upon the subject has ap- 
peared in the interval. 

The book is essentially biological ; its interest for philosophers 
lies rather in the positive conclusions which the author seeks to 
establish, particularly those concerning the physico-chemical 
interpretation of life and the inheritance of acquired charac- 
ters, rather than in the array of facts and technical arguments 
whereon those conclusions are based. 

Rignano treats vital phenomena throughout from the point 
of view of physical science, and the net results of his researches 
are summed up in three new hypotheses or fundamental con- 
ceptions. Stated briefly these are: First, the very interesting 
hypothesis of centro-epigenesis, as distinct from preformation 
on the one hand, and simple epigenesis on the other. He ex- 
amines these two theories and gives his reasons for rejecting 
each of them. He elaborates his own theory with great care 
since, in combination with his second hypothesis, he derives 
therefrom an explanation of the inheritance of acquired char- 
acters as well as for a number of other biological problems. 
Second, the hypothesis that all living substance possesses the 
property of accumulating and giving back specific nervous 
energy. In the author's words, "Each specific nervous current 
deposits a very definite substance which, in its turn, is capable 
of provoking again exclusively the same specificity of current 
as that by which it was itself deposited. ' ' From this hypothesis 
Rignano derives an explanation of all mnemonic phenomena, 
from histologic specialization to the psycho-mnemonic phenom- 
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enon of memory. Third, an hypothesis which the author postu- 
lates only as provisional at present, which interprets vital phe- 
nomena by an intra-nuclear oscillating nervous discharge. By 
this conception, in combination with that of the second hypo- 
thesis, he explains that fundamental property of all living 
things, — Assimilation. The vital element he regards as a double 
specific elemental accumulator in continual charge and dis- 
charge. 

The detailed criticism of these hypotheses is properly the 
work of biology; philosophy need only consider the general re- 
sults. Many modern philosophers will be fundamentally at 
variance with Rignano's point of view. Among these will be 
all thinkers who believe in the autonomy of life. There are 
certainly many who hold that vital phenomena are elemental 
and specific in their nature, that they cannot be explained by 
chemistry, physics, or any kind of mechanism, nor can they 
be interpreted by comparison with any physico-chemical model 
known. In fact, a new category is required to embrace them. 
Nevertheless, the author's hypotheses deserve careful considera- 
tion, moreover, it is always illuminating to examine how far the 
conceptions, which have been found to be most fruitful in one 
branch of knowledge, are applicable to a widely different sphere. 
The explanation of the inheritance of acquired characters which 
the author deduces from his hypotheses is, of course, open to 
criticism from the same quarter; but there are relatively few 
men who will accept the positive conclusion concerning this in- 
heritance and so feel that an explanation thereof is required. 
In this country, at any rate, the Lamarckian hypothesis is prac- 
tically dead; indeed, one would think that none of the younger 
students of heredity can hold it, unless they are ignorant of 
much that has been written of recent years concerning it. 

Even by those who cannot accept the main conclusions of 
the book, it will be found to be both interesting and suggestive, 
and it is certainly marked by lucidity and consistency of 
thought. Finally, it is a notable attempt to find in mechanism 
the ultimate interpretation of the universe. 

M. Lightpoot Eastwood. 

Horrobin Hill, Heaton, Bolton, England. 



